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Catholic Deacons and the Sacrament
of the Anointing of the Sick
Michael J. Eash

Abstract
An examination to discern if Roman Catholic deacons should be allowed to
sacramentally anoint the sick. This includes a review of the current rite of Anointing of the Sick
through is development. The Catholic diaconate is examined in historical context with a special
focus on the revised diaconate after 1967. Through these investigations it is apparent that there is
cause for dialog within the Church considering current pastoral realities in the United States. The
paper concludes that deacons should have the faculty to anoint the sick as ordinary ministers
when it is celebrated as a separate liturgical rite.
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3
As part of my ministry as a deacon in the Catholic Church, I make routine visits to
parishioners in the area hospitals. One day I entered a room and found Alice1 sitting on the edge
of her bed looking out the window. We had always enjoyed a special bond, so I was anxious to
hear why she was in the hospital. She explained that her doctor found a tumor at the base her
brain stem that was inoperable and she was in to have a biopsy done to see if the tumor was
cancerous. She went on to share that the tumor was in the region of the brain that affects emotion
and her greatest fear was how it would affect her relationships with her family. She told me how
she met with all her children and grandchildren individually to let them know much she loved
them for who they were and to remember that any outbursts to the contrary in the future were
from the disease and not from her. She shared her life journey with me and how blessed she was
could be the one to anoint

As I left the room, I began to wonder why I was not able to anoint Alice. Deacons can
baptize, officiate at weddings, preside at wake and funeral services, and give homilies as part of
their ministry in the Church, but they are not allowed to anoint the sick. I began to investigate the
the sick and discovered that there seemed to be a
disconnect between the liturgical

sources that support

the rite such as canon law, and other Church documents. While the rite does not explicitly
forgive sins, many of the supporting documents list the forgiveness of sins as one of the
outcomes and thus the reason only a priest may administer the sacrament. Examining various
sources shows why this should be examined more closely; this became the impetus for this

1

The name has been changed to respect confidentiality.
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paper. This paper will examine the two aspects of this query: the rite of Anointing of the Sick
and the Diaconate to see if the two should be married together.
Anointing of the Sick
The latest report from Pew research does not paint a very good picture for the strength of
Christianity in the United States. Those identifying themselves as Christian currently sits at
65%.2 This is a 12% drop in the last decade alone. Meanwhile, those who identify as atheist,
agnostic, or religiously unaffiliated has grown 9% in the same timeframe. At this it seems as
though
What this research does not show is what may be lost by those who no longer choose to identify
with a religion. What may be missed by those not being a part of a community devoted to prayer
and worship? These are broad questions that are beyond the scope and of this paper but lead to
the
One of the ways might
anywhere else.3 Something that the Catholic Church can bring to the world that is found only in a

word sacrare
mysterion.4 Combining these two origins makes sacraments
sacraments do within the church is to try and make these

out of the themselves to realize that there is something greater that moves the cosmos and yet is

2

, Pew Research Center, Oct. 17, 2019, accessed
December 18, 2019, https://www.pewforum.org/2019/10/17/in-u-s-decline-of-christianity-continues-at-rapid-pace/.
3
be the Roman Catholic Church in the United
States unless specified otherwise.
4
Kevin Irwin, The Sacraments: Historical and Liturgical Theology (New York: Paulist Press, 2016), 11.
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personal to everyone who ever lived. In this sense, sacraments have much to offer a world that
seems to be lacking in what it means to be created and loved. When the Sacraments are
celebrated to their fullest expression,
faithful find deeper spiritual meaning. The Church is tasked with making the sacraments
available to those in need, so the question is whether it is doing all it can to celebrate the
sacraments to the fullest? There seems to be one sacrament in particular that has been
sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick.5
Barbara Beckwith is the managing editor of St. Anthony Messenger magazine and she is

6

Much of the misunderstanding comes from the fact that rite in its current

form is relatively new to the Church both in name and how it is celebrated. A short examination
of how the sacrament evolved will be useful for a more complete understanding of the current
rite and theological underpinnings.
Development
Through accounts in the New Testament, it is clear that one of the public actions of Jesus
was healing. There are no less than forty different accounts of Jesus healing those who were
blind, disabled, injured, or had a condition that ostracized them from the community. The church
cites Mark 6:137 as the passage that shows that the Apostles used oil as a means of healing the

It is important to note that in this
passage the use of oil to anoint was done to heal the sick. The scriptural foundation of the

5

For the remainder of the paper, the sacramental rite of Anointing of the Sick will be abbreviated to AOS.
Living our Faith After the Changes:
Explaining Catholic Teaching Since Vatican II, ed. Jack Wintz (Cincinnati: St. Anthony Messenger Press, 1977), 64.
7
New American Bible Revised Edition (NABRE) will be used for this paper unless otherwise noted.
6

6
sacrament, however, is found in James 5: 13-

fering? He should

pray. Is anyone in good spirits? He should sing praise. Is anyone among you sick? He should
summon the presbyters of the church, and they should pray over him and anoint [him] with oil in
the name of the Lord, and the prayer of faith will save the sick person, and the Lord will raise
him up. If he has committed any sins, he will be forgiven. As with all scripture it is important to
keep in mind the authorship, audience, and context to gain a clear understanding of what is being
communicated.
Contemporary, scholarly research indicates that the Letter of James was written the
second half of the first century. Biblical scholars are divided on the authorship of this epistle.
Davids asserts that the most likely author for the letter is pseudonymous due to the lack of a
8

He

notes, however that some of the material in the letter could have come from sermons and
teachings of the Apostle James with additions and redaction made at a later date. There seems to
be a consensus that the letter was written to a Jewish audience because of references to concepts
that would only make sense if the person receiving the text was Jewish. The letter does not
appear to be addressed to any specific community but was written as a broader exhortation to
Jews living in regions just outside of Palestine.9
This passage instructs the reader how to act in different circumstances of life. Of interest
to this study is that the sick person is to call the presbyters (elders) of the church and they will
pray and anoint with oil; the effect of the anointing is to heal. Since the understanding at this
time was that illness (or any number of other hardships) could be in part due to sinfulness, the

8
Peter Davids, The Epistle of James, Kindle Ed. (Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1982),
location 289.
9
Davids, location 1333.

7
anointing would also forgive any sins the person may have. It is important to keep in mind that
the confession of sins during this period was a public act with a public penance and it was only
iveness of sins in this context is referring to any remaining
sins the sick person may have, not an act of confession as we understand it today.
Anointing with oil in this passage likely implies that there was a religious purpose. Moo
notes that it seems illogical that the elders of the community would be called to anoint with oil if
the purpose was strictly medicinal.10
Thus, it is either the outward
sign of the inward power of prayer or, more likely, a sacramental vehicle of divine power.

11

What cannot be disputed, however, is that this anointing found its way into regular Church
practice.
Several commentaries note that in the early Church, the focus of ritual anointing was on
healing (both spiritual and physical) and that any faithful Christian could apply the blessed oil.
Gusmer12

In the tradition of the first 800 years] there was no apparent distinction
13

In a letter written to one of his

bishops in the year 416, Pope In
faithful] have a right of being anointed with the holy oil of chrism; which, being consecrated by
the bishop, it is lawful not for the priests only, but for all Christians to use for anointing in their
14

10

The concern was that the oil was

Douglas Moo, James, Rev. Ed. (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2015), 224.
Davids, The Epistle of James, location 4489.
12
Charles W. Gusmer is a Catholic priest who spent twenty years on the faculty of Immaculate Conception
Seminary (Huntington, NY) specializing on sacramental ministry to the sick and dying.
13
Charles Gusmer, And You Visited Me: Sacramental Ministry to the Sick and Dying (Collegeville: The
Liturgical Press, 1990), 78.
14
Fredrick Puller, The Anointing of the Sick in Scripture and Tradition: With Some Considerations on the
Numbering of the Sacraments (New York: E.S. Gorham, 1910), 54 (emphasis mine).
11
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blessed by the bishop, not who applied the oil. This sets a much different tone for the use of
sacred oil in this sacrament than what followed.
According to the USCCB, the first complete rite for anointing is found in an early ninth
century ritual in the Carolingian era (late eighth to ninth centuries). In the ritual, the sick person
15

It would seem here that

the person being anointed is in a state of serious illness; an aspect of anointing that was about to
change. In the same century a reform movement aimed at the priesthood asserted anointing as a
priestly function and lay anointing was suppressed. It was during this reform that the ritual for
-

and the two

rites were married together.16 This is where anointing moved from a ritual to help the sick to a

extreme

17

Larson-Miller points out that this transition is more nuanced than just simple change in
the rite. She says that:
The historical restriction of the anointing of the sick to the ordained did not happen in a
temporal moment, once and for all. Its gradual development was affected by the slow
changes occurring in the sacrament of penance, from a system of public or canonical
penance - to a system of repeatable
tariff penance. At the same time, cultural and ritual changes were leading the anointing of
the sick away from a domestic ritual and from a ritual stressing physical healing to one
that stressed spiritual healing. This spiritual healing could easily be seen as linked to the
forgiveness of sins, especially when a Christian was overwhelmed with an illness that
would most likely lead to death.18

15

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Anointing and Pastoral Care of the Sick: Commentary on
the Rite for the Anointing and Pastoral Care of the Sick (Washington, D.C.: United States Catholic Conference,
1973), 19.
16
USCCB, Anointing and Pastoral Care, 19.
17
USCCB, 19.
18
Lizette Larson-Miller, The Sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2005),
57.

9
Taken as a whole, it is the convergence of priestly renewal, a shift in penance from a public act
to a private one and viewing healing as strictly spiritual rather than physical that led to a different
understanding of anointing of the sick. Anointing the sick with oil went through drastic changes
from the early Christian communities through the sixteenth century.
One of the most defining moments for the rite came at the Council of Trent in 1551. The
Council of Trent was convened in 1545 to address Protestant movements. Due to the number of
-five
thesis) the Council addressed many items. The aim of the Council was to solidify and clarify
Church teaching and to exclude anyone who did not hold what the Church taught to be true.
Unlike the Second Vatican Council, Trent was not looking to bring the Church into the world,
but to define what the Church taught through the centuries; the thrust was dogmatic, not pastoral.
In a move to counter the Reformers (who claimed that anointing of the sick was not a
sacrament) the council codified that the sacrament of AOS was for the remission of sins and was
to be done at the time of death. The council also concluded that the minister of the anointing was
restricted to a priest or bishop. The study text on the rite of anointing from the USCCB highlights
the following passage from the Council of Trent to show how much emphasis was placed on
spiritual healing in the rite versus any physical healing:
This reality is in fact the grace of the Holy Spirit, whose anointing takes away sins, if any
still remain to be taken away, and the remnants of sin; it also relieves and strengthens the
soul of the sick person, arousing in him a great confidence in the divine mercy, whereby
being thus sustained he more easily bears the trials and labors of his sickness, more easily
d sometimes regains
bodily health, if this is expedient for the health of the soul. (Council of Trent, Session 14,
De extrema untionis, c.2; Denz-Schon 1696).19

19

USCCB, Anointing and Pastoral Care, 21.
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away

sacrament for the dying

so much so, that many feared to receive the sacrament for it was
20

What was once a ritual to comfort and

strengthen those who were sick had evolved to a sacrament to be feared because of its
association with dying. Even though there were advances in the social sciences and medical
fields21, the rite remained unchanged until the Second Vatican Council.
The current rite of AOS can be traced directly to the reforms of Vatican II. In 1972, Pope
Paul VI promulgated the reformed rite coming from the Vatican Congregation for Divine
Worship.22 The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy Sacrosanctum coneilium states that Extreme
Unction (Last Rites) is more fittingly called the Anointing of the Sick.23 What was once a
sacrament for the dying was transformed into sacrament that is available to any of the faithful
that are seriously ill. Three aspects of the new rite to keep in mind for a contemporary
understanding are its pastoral, communal, and relational nature. Unfortunately, old habits and
the most misunderstood and
24

very little in the way of catechesis at the parish level to help the faithful understand the
difference between Last Rites and Anointing of the Sick. Since AOS is so misunderstood and
neglected it is prudent to examine the rite in order to see if the Church is utilizing the sacrament
in a way that illuminates this
20

William Woestman, Sacraments: Initiation, Penance, Anointing of the Sick: Commentary on Canons
840-1007 (Ottawa: St. Paul University, 1996), 322.
21
See footnote on page 18 regarding the role of religious nuns in advancing healthcare during this time.
22
Beckwith, Living our Faith After the Changes, 64.
23
Austin Flannery, Vatican II: The Conciliar and Postconciliar Documents, ed. Austin Flannery
(Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2014), 22.
24
Beckwith, Living our Faith After the Changes, 64.
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The Rite of Anointing of the Sick
The current liturgical celebration of the Anointing of the Sick is placed into the broader
context of pastoral care of the sick. As described earlier, the current rite shifts the focus from
those that are dying to those that are seriously ill. By doing so, it provides more opportunities to
enhance the relationship between the sick person, the minister (Church), and God. Those that are
close to death do not have many relational situations remaining. Those who are seriously ill,
however, may have years of relationships ahead of them. The general introduction to the Pastoral
Care of the Sick25
this time of anxiety, lest they be broken in spirit and, under the pressure of temptation, perhaps
weakened in their faith. That is why, through the sacrament of anointing, Christ strengthens the
26

faithful who are afflic

This

statement summarizes the focus of the rite on those that need to be strengthened because of their
illness. This is an important facet of the new rite because it shifts the outcome from the
forgiveness of sins to strengthening those who are ill.
The introduction goes on to
Spirit to those who are s

27

What

follows in the introduction to the rite highlights is one of the reasons why this rite is neglected
and misunderstood.
s
28

25

The Pastoral Care of the Sick is the 1982 publication of the English version of the Rites of Viaticum and
Anointing of the Sick. It includes background documents from Vatican II along with prayers and liturgies for
visiting various sick persons. It is the book used by ministers who visit the sick.
26
International Commission on English in the Liturgy, Pastoral Care of the Sick: Rites of Anointing and
Viaticum (New Jersey: Catholic Book Publishing, 1983), 21.
27
ICEL, 21.
28
ICEL, 21.
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In the same paragraph, the introduction highlights that the sacrament may restore physical health
and that if forgives sins. While this encompasses a holistic view of the person as a physical and
spiritual being, it does not aid in providing a definitive focus of the sacrament. A comparison of
the old rite versus the current rite seems to show that a shift in the intention of the rite from a
focus on the forgiveness of sins to one of strengthening the sick person.29
Extreme Unction

Anointing of the Sick

Through this Holy Unction or oil, and

Through this holy anointing may the Lord

through the great goodness of His mercy,

in his love and mercy help you with the

may God pardon thee whatever sins thou

grace of the Holy Spirit. May the Lord

hast committed by evil use of (the name

who frees you from sin save you and raise

of the extremity being anointed [eye, ear,

you up.

etc.].

It seems like the commentary from the USCCB comes from a combination of the forgiveness of
sins from the old rite and of healing from the new rite. An examination of official Church
teaching on the sacrament might help to set the table for examining contemporary commentary
and further discussion.
The Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) highlights several aspects of AOS. It tells
of how Jesus identifies with those who are sick in a special way.30
ministry with us by saying that he continues to touch us to heal us. 31 It hints that this sacrament

29
30

USCCB, Anointing and Pastoral Care, 8-9.
Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2nd ed. (Washington, DC: United States Catholic Conference, 2000),

1503.
31

CCC, 1504.
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32

so as to

It acknowledges that anointing

the sick can be found in liturgical celebrations going back to ancient times.33
The Catechism lists four effects of the celebration of the sacrament. First, it provides a
gift of the Holy Spirit to strengthen and encourage the sick person. Second, it unites the recipient
Third, it helps to unite the suffering person with the entire
Church who is able to contribute to the people of God. Lastly, it is a preparation for the final
journey.34 From this list it appears as though the sacrament is meant to help the sick person
through encouragement and uniting their suffering to the Church and to Jesus. There are two
effects of the sacrament that seem to be absent: healing the sick person and the forgiveness of
35

the listed effects do not

indicate that as an outcome. This is removed from the early use of the sacrament/ritual that was
highlighted previously when healing the sick person was the primary focus and expected
outcome of the anointing.

ministers of the A

36

There is not any statement as to why this is the case, but instead the

Catechism simply lists the declarations and the canons that came from the Council of Trent. This
seems out of place given the fact that the rite was substantially revised by the Second Vatican
Council. This is a missed opportunity to examine the theology used by Second Vatican Council
when it revised the rite and a missed opportunity to enlighten the faithful more fully on this
sacrament. The Catechism provides some basic information on the rite but seems to leave several

32

CCC, 1508.
CCC, 1512.
34
CCC, 1520-1523.
35
CCC, 1503.
36
CCC, 1516.
33
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gaps in helping understand this sacrament. A turn towards the Code of Canon Law may provide
some fodder for filling in those gaps.
Canons 998

1007 address the official Church teachings on the rite of AOS. There are

two canons that are applicable to this study. Canon 998 is the introductory canon addressing the
nature of the sacrament, i
faithful who are dangerously ill to the suffering and glorified Lord in order that he relieve and
save them, is conferred by anointing them with oil pronouncing the words prescribed in the
liturgical books.

37

One item of interest that can be gleaned from this canon is that by the

anointing the faithful are relie

curious because there is
McManus notes in a homily given by Pope

Paul VI in 1975, that he says:
urse, the soul, the
if possible, even healing the sick
ose of the rite clearer and to lead to a
wider availability of the sacrament and to extend it within reasonable limits even
beyond cases of moral illness.38
Clearly, Paul VI had in mind that the revised rite is not just for those who are in danger of death
and that healing is a possible outcome of the anointing. Another canon that applies is Canon
1003 §1

he anointing of the sick.

39

There is

little more to say here since it is clear that only a priest can administer the anointing.
The final source for examining Church teachings on the sacrament of AOS is the
liturgical rite itself. As noted previously, the rite is situated within a larger context of pastoral

37

Code of Canon Law, c. 998, accessed December 19, 2019, http://www.vatican.va/archive/cod-iuriscanonici/eng/documents/cic_lib4-cann998-1165_en.html#TITLE_V.
38
Frederick McManus, New Commentary on the Code of Canon Law, ed. John Beal, James Coriden, and
Thomas Green (New York: Paulist Press, 2000), 1189 (emphasis mine).
39
CIC, c. 1003.
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care of the sick. The rite is sandwiched between the Rite of Penance and the reception of
Viaticum, noting that each rite stands on its own. Ideally, each one of these rites is to be
administered separately, although provisions are made within the rite of AOS to administer all
three at one time if extraordinary circumstances are present (it is likely the faithful is on their
death bed). Ordinarily, before reception of the AOS, the priest would make himself available for
the Rite of Penance. The sacrament is available the faithful who are seriously40 ill and should be
administered at the onset of serious illness.
The introductory section to the rite provides some focus to what the rite is about and what
it means to achieve. It states that
41

It is worth noting the

communal nature of the rite of AOS as it applies to the minister because if the rite is to be
celebrated in community, then the Rite of Reconciliation and Penance would be done separately
with the person who is ill. It can be argued that the minister of the anointing need not be a priest
because the rite of penance is already completed.
The introduction also addresses the communal nature of the rite by noting that the rite
should be celebrated with family and other representatives of the faithful
sacrament is seen for what it is
42

a part of the prayer of the Church and an encounter with the

The introduction concludes by noting there are three distinct aspects of the celebration:

the prayer of faith, the laying on of hands, and the anointing with oil. In the prayer of faith, the

40

In the general introduction to the Pastoral Care of the Sick it is noted that the Latin word periculose as

s to avoid restrictions on who may receive the sacrament by having it be
available at the onset of illness, not just when someone is in danger of death. This also gives the sacrament a better
chance at physical healing.
41
ICEL, Pastoral Care of the Sick, 90.
42
ICEL, 91.
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strengthen the person, and an invocation for the Holy Spirit upon the sick.43 It is noted above all,
44
45

Finally,

With the

cursory examination of Church teachings on the sacrament, it is time to turn towards
contemporary commentary on the rite.
Commentary on the Rite of Anointing of the Sick
In her discussion on the current rite of AOS, Lizette Larson-Miller
effect is of a reformed rite more consistent with a twentieth-century consensus in sacramental
theology in which sacraments are seen as graced moments of encounter in an ongoing
relationship between God and individuals and between God, the Body of Christ and individual
46

There is something in this statement that is important because discussing

sacraments as graced moments of encounter is different than discussing sacraments as matter and
form as treated by Canon Law. It provides a framework for the sacraments that puts the needs of
the person before the simple execution of the ritual. In the case of ministering to the seriously ill,
the Church should do all it can to foster an environment that allows for the best chance of a
graced moment of encounter. Does the current rite do this or are there avenues that might
provide a better encounter?
The first thing to explore is what is this rite supposed to be about? It is no wonder that the
AOS is the most misunderstood of the sacraments; even within Church documents it seems like

43

ICEL, 83-94.
ICEL, 94.
45
ICEL, 94.
46
Larson-Miller, The Sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick, xv.
44
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there are different outcomes intended for this rite. The document The Constitution on the Sacred
Liturgy coming out of Vatican II says that:
is not a sacrament intended only for those who are at the point of death. Hence, as soon as
anyone of the faithful begins to be in danger of death from sickness or old age, the fitting
time for him to receive this sacrament has certainly already arrived.47
This statement does little to move the sacrament from form and matter to a graced moment of
encounter. In fact, it does little to instill a new sense of meaning to the sacrament at all because
death is still a factor in determining when the sacrament should be received. There are not many

death.
In the introduction to the rite of AOS that is used in the United States, it is stated that,

48

This statement gives a much different view of who

should receive the sacrament because it does not even mention death. Those who are seriously
sick or aged may be in a much better place to receive this sacrament as a graced moment of
encounter rather than someone who is beginning to experience death. The statement coming
from the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) in the introduction to the rite
opens up a new way of looking at who should receive this sacrament and when it should be
administered.
Previously in this paper, the Catechism of the Catholic Church is cited regarding certain
effects of AOS. One of them is to encourage and strengthen the person and another is that it

47
Second Vatican Council, Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy Sacrosanctum concilium (4 December
1963), §73, in Vatican II: The Conciliar and Postconciliar Documents, ed Austin Flannery, New Rev. Ed.
(Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2004), 22.
48
ICEL, Pastoral Care of the Sick, 90.
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helps the sick person to unite more closely with the Church that can help them through their
suffering.49
disease or illness, his or her relationships are affected. Sickness, especially of the serious variety,
causes depression or anxiety and alienates the person from society, from himself [herself] and
50

It seems a good criterion for when the sacrament should be given is when an

illness or disease is serious enough to affect the person in their relationship with others or with
God. It is here that the sacrament could offer a graced moment of encounter to the one who is ill.
When a person is afflicted with something that affects their relationships it seems likely that the
time to administer the sacrament has come. The first element of the Kerygma (the proclamation
about Jesus by the early Church) is for us to know that God loves everyone and created us to
have a relationship with God. This not only applies to humanity in general but is also specific to
each person. If the relational aspect to the sacrament is given a priority, then it seems wise to
assess who is able to administer the sacrament because there is a relationship dynamic there also.
The experience of the sacrament would likely be different depending on the relationship
the sick person has with the person doing the anointing. A priest who previously had not met the
sick person can administer the sacrament according to the prescribed ritual, but do they offer the
fullness of a relation between the sick person and the Church? Taking it a step further, could
someone who has journeyed with the sick person celebrate the sacrament that emphasizes the
relational aspect in a profound way and help to strengthen the person through a stronger

49

One of the profound ways that the Church has connected with the sick and suffering is through the
nursing profession. In the nineteenth century, religious nuns were quite prominent in establishing hospitals and
furthering the cause of care to the sick. For a more detailed look at this contribution, please see Say Little, Do Much:
Nurses, Nuns, and Hospitals in the Nineteenth Century by Sioban Nelsen. (University of Pennsylvania Press: 2001).
50
John Kanza, Anointing of the Sick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 564.
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connection to the community who is praying for them (which is one of the outcomes of the rite)?
What if that person is also able to represent the universal church through their ordination?
Through their ordination in service of charity, deacons are often ministering to those who
are sick and aged. As will be demonstrated in the next section of this paper, deacons are called to
emulate Christ the Servant who walked with those whose relationships with others were affected
by their infirmities. This places deacons in a unique position of having a special relationship with
those who are experiencing sickness while being able to represent the Church in a special way
through their ordination.
Summary
It is clear that healing the sick was one of the ways that Jesus demonstrated the
relationship between him and his father and the person who was afflicted. One of the ways that
the early Church
and oil. Through the first eight hundred years, the blessed oil that was used for anointing was far
more important than the person who ministered to the sick. In fact, the oil was used in the homes
of the faithful as a way of healing sickness. The next seven hundred years brought about a
profound change in both the theological understanding and application of the oil. The Council of
Trent codified that the sacrament was to be given at the time of death and administered by a
priest only. The focus of the sacrament was on the forgiveness of sins, not on healing.
The Second Vatican Council revised the sacrament and placed within the broader context
of the pastoral care of the sick. The revised rite removed the language of forgiveness of sins and
replaced it with encouraging and strengthening the sick. Although the revised rite changed the
wording in the ritual, the introduction to the rite still includes the aspect of forgiveness of sins as
an outcome of the rite which does not help to reconcile it as the most misunderstood sacrament
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in the Church. The Church already has a sacrament for the forgiveness of sins, and it is confusing
why this sacrament focuses on the forgiveness of sins as well. The rite is named Anointing of the
Sick, not Anointing of the Sinful. The Catechism of the Catholic Church hints that the rite has the
power to heal and places the emphasis on strengthening the sick person without mentioning an
outcome of forgiveness of sins. The Code of Canon Law codifies the matter and form of the
ritual while also including language that leaves room for interpretation that healing is an aspect
of the rite. The official rite of AOS offers an alternate view of when the sacrament should be
administered by saying that when some is seriously ill, they should seek out anointing. This
contrasts with Sacrosanctum Concilium (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy) which states that
the sacrament is administered to those who are in danger of death.
Through all of different introductions and commentaries, one of the aspects that is not
addressed very well is the lack of generosity by the Church in administering this sacrament. In
the other sacraments, the Church goes to great lengths to promote their application, but for this

and situation. A sickness may be carried well by one person and be devastating to another. The
revised rite has been in place for just over fifty years. It is time for the Church to re-examine the
commentary and instructions to be more generous with this sacrament.
Contemporary sacramental understanding places a great deal of merit on the relational
aspect of the sacraments that marries up well with the New Evangelization happening in the
Church today. Acknowledging the relationship between the human person and God and with
others as a starting point of the sacraments offers a new way of looking at the AOS with a focus
on graced moments of encounter. The relational aspect of sacraments also allows discussion on
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who is able to administer sacraments. The next section of this paper examines the nature of the
permanent diaconate to see gifts it can bring to the Church and the world.
Diaconate

rights and obligations of deacons, whether these rights and obligations be common to all clerics,
or proper to deacons--all these, unless some other disposition has been made--we confirm and
51

It is with

these words in 1967 that Pope Paul VI restored the diaconate as a permanent rank within the
sacrament of Holy Orders; a status that was absent from the Church for some thirteen hundred
years.52 In relative terms, the modern diaconate53 is still in its infancy covering only fifty years in
a two-thousand year history of the Catholic Church. A brief historical survey is necessary to
understanding the current model of the diaconate. As Deacon William Ditewig54
diaconate is not some static reality that may simply be transported from one time to another: like
55

Development
A good place to begin is examining the word and concept of diakonia. At its core,
diakonia is Greek for service. It follows that diakonos is servant which transliterates into
English as deacon. As is true with many transliterations, there does not seem to be an exact
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match moving from Greek to English so there is some nuance that comes into play. Ditewig
diakonia/diakonos]
have been identified: 1. t

a more
, emissary, go-

56

Scripture may provide clues to how the early Christian communities embraced diakonia.
One of the most familiar scriptural passage for diakonos (servant) as the Catholic Church
experiences it today is Acts 6: 1-6,
At that time, as the number of disciples continued to grow, the Hellenists complained
against the Hebrews because their widows were being neglected in the daily distribution.
us to neglect the word of God to serve at table. Brothers, select from among you seven
reputable men, filled with the Spirit and wisdom, whom we shall appoint to this task,
proposal was acceptable to the whole community, so they chose Stephen, a man filled
with faith and the holy Spirit, also Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and
Nicholas of Antioch, a convert to Judaism. They presented these men to the apostles who
prayed and laid hands on them.
This gives credence to the first level of meaning presented by Ditewig but also helps to make a
to set
them apart from other that also served the community. It is illogical that the apostles would have
laid hands on everyone who waited on tables at the time, so there is clearly something beyond
the norm that these men were called to do in the early Church.
Interestingly, the only reference to a person in an early Christian community being
addressed as diakonos
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:1, he
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commends sister Phoebe who is a diakonos (translated minister) at Cenchreae. He asks the
community to accept her as they would any of the holy ones (disciples). Even though there is not

Phoebe as an important minister in the local church in the vein of officeholder.57
tells his apostles that diakonia is the way to greatness. In his
discourse on how the leaders at that time acted, he
among you. Rather, whoever wishes to be great among you will be your servant (diakonos
(Mark 10:43). He goes on to say that he came to serve, not to be served. This helps to strengthen
the concept that diakonia is a component of what it means to follow Jesus and why the early
Church would have made this a part of basic structure very early in its development. Ditewig
notes that:
The Matthean parallels also stress the role of Christ as deacon, and Matthew grounds
discipleship and judgment on acting in persona Christi Diaconi. In Matthew's wellknown passage on the final judgment, one is ultimately judged on whether or not one has
been a deacon: `when did we see you hungry, naked, not come to your help?' In this
s
Mark or Matthew, but yet again we find the emphasis on Christ's self-identification as
deacon: In the three synoptic gospels it is obvious that the image of Jesus the servant,
Jesus the deacon, has made a tremendous impression on all three of these Jesus
communities.58
The point here is not to proof-text the word diakonia in the New Testament, but to show that the
concept of diakonia is a thread that is woven throughout the words used in the early Church
communities. Serving others was important to the Church from the beginning.
Another aspect of scripture that shows how much importance was placed on diakonia in
the early Church is how they implemented it as part of their early structure. Most contemporary
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translations have

r
(Phil. 1:1 NSRV). Most scholars agree that the date of this letter is

around 60 CE, so th

(as a function of the Church) seems to be established early

(at least in the community of Philippi).
Moving beyond the scriptures, deacons clearly had a role in the Church in the first few
centuries. The International Theological Commission59

Didache

(written before a.d. 130) at 15, 1 only mentions bishops and deacons as the successors of the
prophets and the didaskaloi

60

They go on to

with regard to works of charity towards widows and orphans, as was the case in the first
community at Jerusalem. Their activities were doubtless [sic] linked to catechesis and also
61

Around this same time, Ignatius of Antioch notes the hierarchy of the

Church that is similar to Clement of Rome, "Let everyone revere the deacons as Jesus Christ, the
bishop as the image of the Father, and the presbyters as the senate of God and the assembly of
the Apostles. For without them one cannot speak of the Church."62 There is some interesting
theology here. Bishops were compared to God, deacons to Jesus, and priests to the apostles. This
lends credence to deacons representing Christ the Servant in the Church. Through these writings
from those considered to be early Church fathers, deacons (as officeholders) were considered to

59
The International Theological Commission is part of the Roman Curia that advises the magisterium of
the Roman Church.
60
International Theological Commission, From the Diakonia of Christ to the Diakonia of the Apostles,
2002, accessed December 19, 2019,
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/cti_documents/rc_con_cfaith_pro_05072004_diaconate_en
.html, Chapter II, no. II.
61
ITC, Chapter II, no. II.
62
ITC, Chapter II, no. II. noting Letter to the Trallians 3, 1; SCh 10, 113.

25
be as important as bishops by the beginning of the second century. This view of deacons,
however, began to change.
From the beginning, deacons were given the responsibility of administering the resources
of the community. As the Church continued to expand, this meant that deacons increasingly held
more power by being entrusted with more and more responsibility. It appears this power began to
influence some deacons in a negative fashion. Origen of Alexandria became increasingly critical
of deacons of being covetous and amassing wealth for themselves at the expense of the poor.63
This shift in attitude towards deacons does not seem to be isolated; the language of Cyprian

between bishops, priests, and deacons which is common to current Church structure was
beginning to take shape during this time.
The fourth century witnesses the Church becoming attached to the Roman Empire. The
emperor Constantine allowed Christ-followers and pagans to each follow their own religious
beliefs. This ended the practice of Christians being forced to pay homage to Caesar and so

fourth century, Theodosius I made Christianity the official religion of the Roman empire. While
this helped spread Christianity throughout the empire, it also influenced Christianity by bringing
Roman political structure (and attire) into the Church.

is felt even

in current times. One of the cultural influences that made its way into the Church is the concept
of cursus honorum (translated as course of offices). Barnett highlights that this structure gives

that,

curs-us [sic] honorum
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than

time of the Council of Nicaea (325 CE). Canon 18 from the Council says that deacons should
remain within their own bounds and
The Council of Chalcedon (451 CE) strips the deacons of managing
the resources of the community bringing an end to one of the functions that deacons were created
for as noted in Acts 6:1-6.
The International Theological Commission sums up what happened next:
The history of the ministries shows that the priesthood has had a tendency to take over
the functions of the lesser orders. When the progression through the various orders
became stabilised [sic], each grade possessed the competencies of the previous grade,
plus some additional ones-what a deacon can do, a priest can also do. The bishop, being
at the summit of the hierarchy can exercise all the ecclesiastical functions. The fact that
the different competencies fitted together in this way and that lesser functions were taken
over by higher ones; the fragmentation of the original role of deacons into many different
functions to be performed by subordinate clergy; and the progression to the higher
functions per gradum, all go to explain how the diaconate as a permanent ministry lost its
reason for existing. All that was left were liturgical tasks exercised for a given time by
candidates for the priesthood.65

to something higher. As noted above, the functions that used to be performed by deacons were
assimilated into other ranks (some above and some below). Although this remained the status
quo for many centuries, the diaconate was still viewed as an important position. In the Scholastic
period of the Church, Peter Lombard and Saint Thomas Aquinas both note in their writings that
the diaconate is a proper order in the Church that imprints a sacramental character on the
recipient.
The next event that gave the diaconate any meaningful attention was the Council of Trent
in the mid-sixteenth century. Ditewig notes that T
64
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presented by the Protestant reformers of the sixteenth century, amid European wars, intrigue, and
66

There is little doubt that the major impetus for convening the Council

of Trent was to respond to Protestants. The sacraments were one of the areas most disputed by
the reformers and one of the items most intensely addressed by the council. Trent included Holy
Orders as one of the seven sacraments instituted by Jesus and deacons as one of the seven orders
declared by the council. Although deacons were instituted as one of the Holy Orders, it remained
firmly as one of the ranks that needed to be ascended towards the priesthood. The diaconate
failed to gain any ground to be recognized as a permanent order on par with the episcopate and
the presbyterate.
Mid-nineteenth century Germany provides the most fodder for the thought regarding a
permanent diaconate within the Church. The first writings regarding the vision of a restored
diaconate focused on the observation that the priestly state was too sharply separated from the
laity and there should be a bridge between the two.67 The other factor that is found across various
writings of this time note that priests were overworked and needed some assistance. This is not
surprising given the impact of the industrial revolution and the concentration of the masses in
larger metropolitan areas. An overworked priestly state was also the result of an exalted status
that the Church placed on the priesthood. Priests were given all the responsibility and now they
were responsible for everything. The practical reasons for a permanent diaconate were in place
and the theology for one was coming soon.
Two wars rocked the world. The Second World War saw the incarceration of many
priests. Cellblock 26 in Dachau, Germany was one of the more infamous for housing Catholic
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Priests. As the priests discussed how it was possible for the world to end up in the shape that it
was in, Ditewig and Tkacik note that:
Among those priests were two men who spent much of their time discussing the
possibilities for a new Church and for the need of a permanent diaconate: Father Otto
Pies and Vicar Wilhelm Schamoni. Their attention turned to the possibilities for the
Church of the future, a Church where they envisioned a critical shortage of priests and an
ever-greater need for pastoral care. In response to these concerns, both men exchanged
ideas concerning a possible restoration of the permanent diaconate. Interestingly, many of
these discussions seemed to involve a need for more or better preachers, especially those
who came from and spoke to the common man.68
In the writings from Schamoni that survived, he notes that ordained deacons would be able to
talk to both the intellectual and working classes from their position in both; deacons could bring
the influence of the Church to the communities in which they lived.
The war ended, but the idea of a restored diaconate did not. It was clear from the priests
incarcerated in the prison camps that a change in Church hierarchy was needed. The first Deacon
Circle69 appeared in Freiburg, Germany in 1951. The result was that men began their formation
into the diaconate in hopes that it would be restored. Soon Deacon Circles began appearing in
other European countries and the push for a renewed diaconate was well on its way. Prominent
theologians such as Karl Rahner began writing on the appropriateness of bringing back the
diaconate as a proper place in the Church.70 The time was ripe for a restored permanent
diaconate when Pope John XXIII convened the Second Vatican Council.
68
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The Restoration of the Permanent Diaconate
The International Theological Commission notes that:
Three main reasons can be discerned in favour [sic] of the restoration of the permanent
diaconate. In the first place, the restoration of the diaconate as a proper degree of Holy
Orders enabled the constitutive elements of the sacred hierarchy willed by God to be
recognised [sic]. Secondly, it was a response to the need to guarantee indispensable
pastoral care to communities which had been deprived of this because of a shortage of
priests. Finally, it was a confirmation, a reinforcement and a more complete incorporation
into the ministry of the Church of those who were already de facto exercising the
ministry of deacons.71
Three factors: a restoration of an essential part of the Church, the need for pastoral care, and a
recognition of ministry already being done by the laity. The first two of these factors will be
discussed in more detail later in this paper.
Lumen Gentium was promulgated by Pope Paul VI in November of 1964. Article twentynine gives the diaconate a permanent status at a lower level of the hierarchy. The article gives the
permission for a permanent diaconate but only at the request of local episcopal conferences and
the approval of the Roman Pontiff.72 This document gives the permanent diaconate a place in the
Church and lists what a deacon is allowed to do in the Church. In essence, the restored diaconate
is a marriage between the Church needing to place itself in the service of the world and those feel
called by God to be service to others.
Even though Pope Paul VI had the Code of Canon Law amended to include deacons as a
permanent order in the Catholic Church, there was much work to be done to determine the shape
and structure of the diaconate. Certainly, much of the early work on the theology of the diaconate
was taken up by Rahner, Hornef, and others, but that theology had to be discerned (and should
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continue to be discerned) to meet the needs of the Church and the world. The ITC addresses this
by saying that:
It is however interesting to note that nowhere did the Council claim that the form of the
permanent diaconate which it was proposing was a restoration of a previous form. This
explains why certain theologians avoid the term "restoration", because it might easily
suggest something being brought back to its original state. But Vatican II never aimed to
do that. What it re-established was the principle of the permanent exercise of the
diaconate, and not one particular form which the diaconate had taken in the past. Having
established the possibility of re-establishing the permanent diaconate, the Council seemed
open to the kind of form it might take in the future, in function of pastoral needs and
ecclesial practice [sic], but always in fidelity to Tradition.73
The time had come to put theory into practice. Instead of restoring the diaconate to the entire
Church, however, the Council left the decision to each regional conference to petition Rome for
institution within their region. Each region is responsible for developing formation programs and
to develop a plan on how their deacons are utilized.
What is constant between each region is that deacons are ordained to service of the Word,
so they are proper ministers of proclaiming the gospel at mass. They are ordained to service of
the altar and so they assist the presider at liturgical celebrations. Finally, they are ordained to
service of charity, so they are involved in the Church and in the community in any number of
charitable endeavors.74 Deacons are ordained to their service to the bishop of the diocese in
which they serve and are incardinated (joined) to a specific parish where they live out their
vocation. It is not relevant to this discussion to try and capture the current diaconate across
different cultures, so this paper will focus on the current state of the diaconate in the United
States.
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Ditewig provides a snapshot of deacons in the Church today.75 The average age of a
deacon is 62, they typically have higher education levels than the general male population, and
the vast majority are married. Even though deacons are considered full-time ministers in the
Church, most have full-time jobs in the secular world. However, with the acute shortage of
priests, a greater number of deacons are being encouraged to assume paid positions within the
parish. In the diocese of Green Bay, Wisconsin (as well as other dioceses) deacons are
increasingly being used as leaders of parishes in response to the acute shortage of priests. Even
though there are some that criticize this application, it is wise to remember that deacons were

utilize their experiences in the secular world to help run parishes, seems to bring their ministry
full circle.
Summary
All of the gospels note that Jesus embraced diakonia. Matthew 20:28 quotes Jesus as

Christian communities integrated this notion of service into their newly formed structures
through the use of deacons (and deaconesses). Through early Church correspondence such as the
Didache and letters of Pope Innocent I, we know that deacons were a part of the Church in the
first few centuries. Abuses by some deacons along with rise of the priesthood relegated the office
of deacon to the cursus honorum (the course of offices) and the diaconate become an order that
was administered to those on the way to the priesthood. The permanent diaconate ceased to exist
until there was a need brought on largely by two factors: an overworked priesthood, and a need
for the Church to be in service to the world.

75

diaconate.

The following numbers are from 2007 but provide a general overview of the current state of the
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As the population of Europe expanded during the industrial revolution, a ministerial
burden was placed on priests and the diaconate became a topic of discussion as a means to help
over-worked clergy. Out of the concentration camps of World War II, the discussion of a
restored diaconal order came to the forefront because of a concern that the Church was failing to
live out its service to the world. In 1967, Pope Paul VI opened the door to reinstating the
diaconate, and t
Relatively speaking, the diaconate is still
in its infancy and it would be surprising to think that the scope of what deacons do in the Church
is a static reality. This paper moves forward with this thought in mind, specifically with the idea
of deacons being able to sacramentally anoint the sick.
Deacons and Anointing of the Sick
Throughout its history, the Church has always adapted to the signs of the times and the
needs of the world;76 the restoration of the diaconate is no different. If the Church is to utilize
this order to its fullest, it needs to continually examine the gifts that the diaconate can bring to a
world in need. Is it time to examine the possibility of having deacons minister to their
communities by giving them the faculties to celebrate the rite of Anointing of the Sick? Deacons
have a unique relationship with many in their parish (and are the ones who actively represent
Christ the Servant in their communities) and the rite of AOS seems to bring these two facets
together. This section of the paper will explore the possibility of utilizing deacons to meet the
needs of the community by giving them the faculties to celebrate the AOS. Before embarking on
the exercise of defending a proposal to allow deacons to anoint the sick, it is logical to first
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examine whether it is even doctrinally possible. After all, deacons are not currently celebrants of
this sacrament and there are reasons why.
It is foolish to think that this is the first time that this subject has been brought forward. In
fact, it has been asked so many times that in 2005, (then) Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (Prefect for
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith) published a note specifically addressing why the
minister of the anointing is only a priest. He declared the current doctrine as definitive tenenda
(held definitively). That means that it is essential in guarding the deposit of the faith that the
current teaching must be accepted.77 In order for a doctrine to be totally unchangeable it needs to
be considered dogma, and in the case of the minister of the anointing of the sick, there is no
indication that it is elevated to the standing of dogma. Gusmer is one who would argue that there

78

understanding is that the priest alone is the ex officio or ordinary minister of the sacrament of the

anoint.79 It appears as though the Church could allow deacons to sacramentally anoint the sick.
With the dogmatic aspect of the query answered, what the Church teaches (and why) needs to be
explored for a full understanding.
As noted earlier in this paper, the biblical foundation for the anointing of the sick is found
in James 5:14-

sk for the presbyters of the

Church. They in turn are to pray over him, anointing him with oil in the Name of the Lord. This
prayer uttered in faith will reclaim the one who is ill, and the Lord will restore him to health. If
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he has committed any sins, for

Note on the Minister of the Sacrament

of the Anointing of the Sick references that the Council of Trent set forth the subject (seriously ill
of the faithful), the minister (the presbyter, translated as priest), the substance (blessed oil), the

of the sick person).80
Previously, the Council of Trent was noted for its influence on defining the sacrament of
AOS. However, it should be noted that the Council could only come to conclusions based on the
scholarly knowledge at that time. That is to say that while Trent defined much, it did so without
the advances in biblical exegesis that have happened in the last four hundred and fifty years!
Since the sacrament of AOS has its origins in the two verses in James, it seems as though that is
a good place to begin.
81

At first glance this does

not seem to raise much concern, but right away Trent is trapped in an assumption that may not be
true. What material that could be attributed to James the Apostle and what comes from a later
writer still is not available to scholars, but to attribute the entire letter to James the brother of the
Lord is not historically sound. At the end of the declaration of the sacrament, the council exhorts
the praises of blessed James the Apostle who implemented the sacrament. Responsible
scholarship should allow for this to be explored more fully; this idea should be brought forward
in examining the minister of the sacrament as well.
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The council declares that the ministers of the rite are priests and bishops. The Note on the
Minister of the Sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick
(church presbyters) in
accordance with tradition, cannot be referring to the elders of the community in terms of age but
to that specific category of the faithful who, through the imposition of hands, the Holy Spirit had
82

By adhering to only one translation of James (the Latin

Vulgate that translated the original Greek) the Council of Trent had a narrow view of the
minister as being a bishop or priest. The difficulty here is that the Church structure at the time
the book of James was authored did not have priests.
The International Theological Commission notes that the Didache (an early Christian
treatise written before a.d. 130), only mentions bishops and deacons as successors to the
prophets and the didaskaloi [teachers] and says nothing of priests.
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To assert that author of

James is saying that priests are the ones who are called to anoint the sick is not possible since
there were no priests84 in the Christian community at the time James was written. This is
important to understand since the Church relies almost exclusively on these two verses from
James as the basis for the sacrament. Moo (and others) believe that the correct meaning of James
is that elders
spiritually mature men who were given responsibility for the spiritual oversight of individual,
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the community as having certain standing
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Clearly, there is much that the Council
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of Trent assumed that is open to more investigation regarding the minister of the sacrament. This
leads to a review of the effect of the sacrament.
Since the Council of Trent is the source used by the Church for defending the current rite,
what did Trent declare for the effect of this sacrament?
Moreover the thing signified and the effect of this sacrament are explained in those
words; And the prayer of faith shall save the sick man, and the Lord shall raise him up,
and if he be in sins they shall be forgiven him. For the thing here signified is the grace of
the Holy Ghost; whose anointing cleanses away sins, if there be any still to be expiated,
as also the remains of sins; and raises up and strengthens the soul of the sick person, by
exciting in him a great confidence in the divine mercy; whereby the sick being supported,
bears more easily the inconveniences and pains of his sickness; and more readily resists
the temptations of the devil who lies in wait for his heel; and at times obtains bodily
health, when expedient for the welfare of the soul.86
There are three effects of the anointing: 1) sins are forgiven, 2) the person is strengthened to
resist temptation, and 3) at times will heal the sick person. What is missing from this declaration
is a sound review of the passage from James. The translation of the Note from the Congregation
for the Doctrine of the Faith

one who is

ill, and the Lord will restore him to health. If he has committed any sins, forgiveness will be
87

While this translation still reflects the three effects noted by Trent, it highlights a different

emphasis. Trent puts the forgiveness of sins as the primary outcome of the anointing, the passage
itself has physical healing as the primary outcome and the forgiveness of sins as the secondary
outcome if it is needed. The difference in what is emphasized in this passage if quite significant.
Viewing the passage from James in its sitz im leben (the situation of the writer and readers at that
time) is quite critical in understanding what this ritual anointing was all about.
A hindrance to find the exact meaning of this passage is a lack of clear understanding of
the authorship and the sitz im leben. That should not deter an investigation of the passage but
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should serve as a reminder that any conclusion cannot be held with full force. Moo examines the
purpose of anointing with oil and comes to the realization that it is hard to determine since
anointing with oil for the express purpose of healing
New Testament. The Gospel of
anointed with oil many people
88

What both passages mention is

the effect of healing the sick person. Since oil was used medicinally in ancient Palestine, it seems
logical that the effect of the anointing was that of physical healing. If the effect expected was
strictly spiritual healing, then the use of oil seems out of place. Surely the prayers of the elders
would be sufficient for the relief of spiritual illness.
The connection between the physical and spiritual healing comes from the belief at that
time that illness does not come from humans, but from another source. In addressing this
outside the human
89

The elders are called to pray over the

person because they are unable to pray for themselves. They pray for this sick person to be
strengthened to resist evil in their weakness (including being forgiven of any sins that need to be
forgiven). For this passage, however, both Moo and Davids conclude that the effect of anointing
with oil at this time was for physical healing. Having the benefit of modern exegesis allows a
fuller understanding of this passage, something that was not available to the Council of Trent.
The council, however, did not seem to be interested in more fully understanding the sacraments,
but only to reinforce what was done at that time.

88
89

Moo, James, 223.
Davids, The Epistle of James, location 4461.

38
As mentioned before, Trent was convened mostly to solidify teachings in reaction to
Protestant movements. In this case, Trent was defending that Extreme Unction was indeed a
sacrament. Gusmer90 and Rogge91 (among others) note that many Reformers claimed that it was
not a sacrament and therefore any person could be a proper minister when anointing the sick. In
order to maintain the sacramental nature of anointing, Trent emphasized that the outcome of the
rite was the forgiveness of sins and therefore only a priest could be the minister because a priest
was the only person to stand in persona Christi to forgive sins. What was not considered by
Trent is that a deacon could be a minister of the sacrament; not only because of the effect of the
rite but because there was not a permanent diaconate at that time. Trent was arguing against lay
persons anointing the sick

deacons were not even a consideration since at that time deacons

were only a transitional ordo into the priesthood. In short, while Trent did much to define the
current rite of anointing, it did so in the context of its time and circumstances.
In the Note of the Minster of the Sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick, Ratzinger cites

is a Letter of Pope Innocent I to Decentius, Bishop of Gubbio (19 March 416)

92

In the letter,

Pope Innocent I states that the minister of the sacrament are both priests and bishops. Ratzinger

(Caesarius of Arles, the Venerable Bede), provides no proof of the possibility of introducing
93

What

he fails to mention, however, is t
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doubt that the passage [from James] ought to be received or understood of the sick faithful, for
they have the right of being anointed with the holy oil of chrism; which being consecrated by the
bishop, it is lawful not for priests only, but for all Christians to use for anointing in their own
need or in the need of members of their household

94

This highlights a completely different

understanding of the sacrament than what is shown in the Note. Innocent I was concerned that
the blessed chrism be used for the anointing far more than who administered it to the sick person.
The question might be raised that
the ones who are to anoint

contrast the passage in James that the elders are

However,
95

Uncti

shows a time before sacraments became Sacraments and that there were many sacramentals that
were available to all of the faithful. This challenges that the letter could be used in defense of the
Sacrament of Extreme Unction as was done by the Council of Trent and by Ratzinger.
A fact that merits weight in this discussion is that at no time in Church history are
deacons shown to be ministers of the sacrament of AOS. There is no denying that this statement
is true, but that could also be said of deacons being ministers of baptisms and official Church
witnesses of marriages either. When the permanent diaconate was restored in 1967, it was done
to address the needs of the Church and of the world. The ministries assigned to the diaconate
were partially done to help bring relief to priests who were being stretched too thin and unable to
effectively pastor their parishioners. I argue that given the current number of priests available as
pastors that it is time to re-examine if anointing the sick should be added to the ministries
available for deacons. It is time to address the needs of the faithful over the need to hold on to
past teachings of the Church.
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Where does this leave the question if Church teaching could be changed to allow deacons
to be ministers of AOS? This examination concludes that there is enough evidence to argue for a
change in Church teaching and practice. Any current Pope could promulgate a change to Canon
1003 to add deacons to the list of who can validly administer the anointing either as an ordinary
or extraordinary minister. The rite itself does not need to be changed because there is nothing in
matter or form that would exclude a deacon. In short, the answer is yes, Church doctrine could be
changed to allow deacons to anoint the sick. While this addresses the doctrinal issues regarding
this topic, theological and pastoral questions remain. In other words, the question of could a
deacon anoint the sick has been answered, and the question of should a deacon be allowed to
anoint the sick needs to be addressed.
Contemporary Examination
A good place to begin is with the rite itself. As this study has revealed, there may be a
disconnect in the meaning of anointing from its roots in the early Christian Church until today.
Even differences of the language used between current church documents reinforce why this
sacrament remains misunderstood and underutilized. What can be done to help eliminate
confusion and bring this sacrament to the same status with other sacraments in terms of
understanding and usage? One way might be to have this sacrament offer something that the
other sacraments do not address fully. This can be done by making the focus of the sacrament
about healing and not about the forgiveness of sins. As this paper has shown, there is historical
precedent that anointing of the sick was done for healing and not just for the remission of sins. It
is quite possible that a reclamation of a focus of healing could help to elevate this sacrament to
the same status as others. In order to do so, however, it needs to become detached from the focus
of remission of sins.
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In a discussion of any sacrament, it is important to remember that their purpose is to lead
the faithful to Christ. All sacraments flow from the love of Jesus and are meant to help us unite
more fully to the Christ. Sacraments help to give human meaning to the holy mysteries so that the
faithful are strengthened and encouraged on their journey. The Church has different sacraments
to bring forth these holy mysteries, each according to its own purpose. The Church has the
Sacrament of Penance and Reconciliation so that the faithful can confess their sins, receive
absolution, and be united more fully with Jesus and with others. It is theologically inconsistent
that the focus of the sacrament of Anointing of the Sick should also be on the forgiveness of sins.
The Catechism of the Catholic Church is clear that the sacrament of Anointing of the Sick is
If circumstances suggest it, the celebration of the
sacrament can be preceded by the sacrament of Penance and followed by the sacrament of the
96

This leads to the question of why would the sacrament of AOS would need to

remove sins differently than the Eucharist (which relieves the remnant of sin after the Rite of
Reconciliation?) Besides a better understanding of the rite, what else could be gained by making
the focus on healing instead of something done at the end of life?
One benefit might be who could receive the sacrament and when. If the focus of the rite
is on healing, then the term seriously ill (those currently listed in the rite) come into discussion
more fully. It is not hard to envision that those with mental or emotional issues could be
considered seriously ill. What about those that have a chronic disease such as multiple sclerosis,
rheumatoid arthritis, cancer, or post-traumatic stress disorder? These ailments might linger for
years before they lead the person close to death, but these are people who might benefit the most
from a sacrament that addresses a burden that they carry daily. When we think of the healing
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stories of Jesus, there is no doubt that he healed those that were close to death (or already dead in
the case of Lazarus) but he also healed many who were blind, disabled, or outcast because of
their leprosy. These people were not close to death and Jesus healed to help make them whole
again in their person, but also whole again with their communities. Jewish law dictated that
anyone with leprosy had to live outside of the community; being healed of such diseases reunited
such persons to the family and friends once again. The sacrament of AOS has the potential to
bring that type of healing to many who struggle to find peace with themselves, Jesus, and others
because of their burden. A look at the origins of the ritual might provide some background for
this application of the rite.
As discussed earlier, oil had medicinal value in the ancient near east. It would have been
common for a sick person to use oils to combat illness and injury. It is easily imaginable that
early Christians would connect physical illness with spiritual illness and therefore use oil as a
remedy for both (as seen in the passage from the book of James). For the modern reader, there is
-

evidence to say that when an illness put enough burden on the person to make them vulnerable to
despair that the time had come. That is good benchmark for a contemporary application as well.
Serious illness places strain on the body and the spirit. When that strain becomes too
heavy to bear then despair sets in and a person can lose hope; a
faith is at risk.
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illness (even a short-
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CCC, 1501.

Anyone who has experienced an
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seen that in others as well. Those that experience serious illness that may not have an end in sight
Certainly, these faithful that can benefit from a
sacrament focused on the healing power of Jesus in a profound way.
Instead of focusing on what the person needs to help them heal, the Church seems to
want to be able to determine when the anointing should take place. The general introduction to
the Pastoral Care of the Sick says that that a doctor can be consulted about the seriousness of the
98

Why not let the person who is

afflicted determine when their illness affects them so gravely that they are losing hope and
falling into despair? Any concern of scrupulousness can be address by the minister as they would
with any other sacrament. Again, if the purpose of the sacraments is to lead people to Jesus,
should the Church not err on the side of generosity when determining who should receive sacred
anointing?
This discussion on the rite of AOS hopefully illustrates the benefit that a change of focus
of the rite from the remission of sins to healing might bring to the faithful. What is surprising is
that this does not require any change in the rite itself! There is nothing in the form or matter of
the rite that explicitly grants the forgiveness of sins by the minister. The Code of Canon Law and

n the Pastoral Care of the Sick) when discussing those who can
receive the sacrament. They could both be updated with clarification on the intended outcome of
the rite as to end confusion that this sacrament is only available to those close to death.
A quote from theologian Adolf Knauber provides a bridge from this new vision of
anointing to the possibility of allowing deacons to anoint. He says:
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As far as the dogmatic possibility of a new dispensation in this area [anointing children]
and, more generally, of a whole new discipline for the anointing of the sick are
concerned, we can say that it is completely within the essential power of the Church over
99
The
same answer seems adequate for the question of whether a deacon may not in the case of
necessity be the extraordinary minister of the sacrament, provided he act thus on the basis
of a special hierarchic mission (substituting for a priest) and use oil of the sick that has
been consecrated by a bishop or priest.100
Although agreeing with much of this thought, there is one area that I believe needs to be
addressed more fully. I contend that through their ordination into the service of charity for the
Church that deacons should be ordinary ministers of the rite of AOS (with restrictions) rather
than extraordinary ministers as put forth by Knauber. The next section of this paper will present
a theological discussion of why deacons should be allowed to anoint the sick.
The Case for Allowing Deacons to Anointing the Sick
Since the diaconate was restored as a permanent order in 1967, it has taken shape in
different ways around the world. Some regions do not have any permanent deacons while others
(such as the United States) have many and their ministries are as varied as the communities they
serve. What is evident, however, is that deacons bring fullness to the Chur

service

to the world. The deacon does not just fulfill this mission but through ordination becomes this
mission in imitation of Christ the Servant. As Deacon Enzo Petrolino
101

many ministries, but it is truly meant
Deacons do not simply represent charity, they live charity. Therefore, it is no surprise that

deacons have an eye for those that need the service of the Church and then search for ways to
meet the need. Many times,
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but just as often, the deacon is simply trying to find ways of meeting the needs of the
community

entry into the temporal sphere in a way that is normally not appropriate for other members of the
102

Besides, in many parishes, the deacon is the most stable ecclesial presence )which can

last many years). Priests come and go, but for the most part, deacons live out their ministry in
one parish. That is why many deacons enjoy a privileged relationship with their parishioners and
it is only natural for them to want to minister to them in as many ways as possible. It is in this
spirit that this paper moves forward.
There is evidence in all four gospels that healing was one

actions.

The question arises of the purpose of this public ministry: did Jesus heal as a servant of God or
did he heal because he was the Son of God? The introduction to the rite of AOS says that,
he Church supports the sick in their struggle against illness
messianic

103

This would seem to indicate that Jesus

healed because he was the Messiah ushering in the kingdom of God. The study text from the
USCCB

dom

has already arrived, and is realized in the restoration of the sick to wholeness and in the gift of
eternal life offered now to all men [and women] who by witnessing these signs of the kingdom
104

Here the focus is on the healing acts of Jesus as being signs

that the kingdom is here on earth. The Gospel of Luke notes that Jesus sends out his twelve
disciples to preach the good news and heal the sick (Luke 9:6). The story is mirrored in Matthew
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Cardinal Walter Kasper is both a bishop and theologian. In his examination of the
diaconate he says that the deacon must have,
illness, or fear. The task is to bring a healing that sets free and empowers them to trust and so to
serve and love others in their turn.

105

This is a profound statement that acknowledges that

through their secular experiences deacons have a keen eye for those that are hurting and through
their ordination have a strong desire to help heal those in need so they, in turn, can serve others.
In contemporary ecclesial terminology
those around us so that they may find Jesus and do the same for others.
As noted at the beginning of this paper, Christianity in the United States is bleeding
followers and is on the brink of hemorrhaging. The Church is engaged in a world that has never
been seen before. More families are experiencing a generational break of regular church
attendance than ever in the modern era. Christian messages that were once handed down through
the family are not being transmitted to an ever-expanding number of people. If the Church is to
live out its mission of salvation, it will need to find new ways of sharing the Good News with
others. Pope Paul VI, John Paul II, Benedict XVI, and Pope Francis have all embraced this
challenge in the form of the New Evangelization. Kendzia notes the John Paul II states that this
New Evangelization cannot change in content because it finds its origins in the teachings of
Jesus. She goes on to sa
its expression. It must be proclaimed with new energy and in a style and language adapted to the
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I would also contend that it needs to find meaning in the Church of today

and not from a paradigm established four hundred and fifty years ago done in defense of the
faith. The Church needs to find new ways of expression as well and I believe allowing deacons
to anoint the sick has merit to be one of these expressions.
By their calling, deacons represent the Church in the world in a special way. They are in
the prisons, the nursing homes, the hospitals, and any number of places where people are hurting.
It is fully within their calling as Christ the Servant to be able to anoint those in need. If the
Church truly seeks new ways of spreading the gospel, it needs to be open to allow deacons to
minister to their fullest. Instead of just reporting back to the parish priest that someone needs
anointing, they should be allowed to minister to the person in the present moment. Luke 10:9
says that Jesus gave his apostles the mission to go out and cure the sick as a sign that the
Kingdom is near. Jesus entrusted his disciples to carry on the work that he started; can the
Church be willing to extend the healing touch of Jesus through its service to the world? Has it
not always sought new ways of evangelizing and serving others?
In the United States, as the shortage of available priests continues to climb, deacons are
increasingly being tapped to lead parishes in a pastoral capacity. This allows many parishes to
remain open with a sacramental presence in its leadership. There is certainly precedent found in
the early chu
the deacon in a new relationship with those he serves, but this does not need to be a contradiction
to his ordination into service; instead it can be a profound witness of Ch
that all the faithful are called to live. In order to be an effective pastor, the deacon needs to be
given the tools to do so. One of those tools is to be able to anoint those who he journeys with and
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are entrusted to his care. Ca
107

If a deacon is

There seems to be a
path for this allowance while still maintaining
When the diaconate was revived in 1967, it was not done carte blanche. Each episcopal
conference must petition the Holy Father with the request to restore the order with their reasons
why. Allowing deacons to anoint the sick could be done in the same manner. Canon 1003 could
§4 A deacon may
validly administer the anointing if the sacrament of penance and reconciliation was recently
celebrated with the sick. No deacon shall anoint if the continuous rite of penance, anointing, and
viaticum are administered simultaneously, this alone
deacon an ordinary minister of the sacrament with restrictions. The Catechism would need to be
updated with language that explains why a deacon is an ordinary minister of AOS.
Conclusion
As this paper has demonstrated, there is much to discern about the Catholic sacrament of
Anointing of the Sick both in its theological understanding and who might be considered as a
proper minister. This should not be surprising to any reader familiar with the Catholic Church
because the sacraments (while holding their core elements) are rarely static in their practice. The
Church is always tasked to make the sacraments meaningful to those living in each place and
time. That means it must always question the current understanding of each of the sacraments to
ensure that they are utilized to their fullest extent to help bring the faithful closer to Christ. In the
examination of the current practice of the sacrament of Anointing of the Sick, there is the
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opportunity for the Church to provide a fuller expression of the healing power of Jesus and thus
bring greater comfort and care to those that are seriously ill.
In order to help this sacrament become more meaningful it needs to recapture some of its
origins in the early Church when the ritual was meant to heal both body and spirit. The aspect of
the rite that forgives sins needs to find its proper place as a causality of the anointing, not the
primary outcome. Once the healing power of the sacrament is emphasized then the faithful are
more likely to approach the sacrament in their time of need instead of associating it with the end
of life. By highlighting healing as the expected outcome, then the minister of the sacrament can
be expanded to include others who are ordained as servants to the Church and to the world.
Deacons are ordained as ministers of charity to emulate Christ the Servant. They are the
ones who are called by their ordination to minister to those that may not be able to actively
participate with the community in action and worship. While the places that deacons minister are
varied, they can often be found in hospitals and nursing homes. This is exactly where those that
can benefit from the rite of Anointing of the Sick can be found. Deacons often build special
relationships with parishioners through the years and can be of great comfort to those who are
seriously ill. Contemporary understanding of pastoral care within the Church should find that
anointing of the sick is a natural extension of the ministry already provided by the deacon. In
other words, this proposal does not require a large bridge

just a small

platform.
As for Alice at the beginning of this paper, she was anointed by a priest that she did not
know because our parish was going through a transition that left it without a pastor. While I am
sure that the rite was administered correctly using the prescribed words and blessed oil, it
probably lacked a genuine connection between the minister and her that could have provided a
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wonderful graced moment of encounter. As I continued my journey with Alice, I became more
aware of what that anointing could have meant for both of us if I would have been able to anoint
her that day in the hospital. It is the ongoing example for me that the Church should continue to
acons anoint the sick.
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